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ABSTRACT
Effective Intercultural communication competencies (ICC) are central 
to professional success. However, despite this emphasis several 
graduates remain poorly prepared to demonstrate these attributes 
and skills. Pedagogical innovations that are grounded in theoretical 
framework of teaching and learning and communication principles 
have the potential to yield meaningful learning experiences for 
students. This article draws on a term long qualitative study conducted 
under the scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) inquiry that 
exposed post graduate students to real life interactions at global 
workplaces to construe their own meaning of ICC. The findings discuss 
pedagogical implications for the practitioners of communication 
education in higher education.
Introduction
It is established in research that communication and soft skills are central to graduate 
employability in current times (Remedios, 2012). As a result of globalisation the workplaces 
are becoming increasingly diverse; therefore, the employers around the globe seek graduates 
who are competent in ICC to function efficiently in global working environments. ICC not 
only increase the knowledge capital of a workplace but also promote understanding and 
enhance employee engagement (Waldeck, Durante, Helmuth, & Marcia, 2012). It enables 
individuals to communicate effectively to avoid organisational conflict, and maintain har-
mony and integrity among people from diverse backgrounds (Toomey, Dorjee, & Ting-
Toomey, 2013).
However, despite high emphasis from employers on requirements of communication 
and soft skills, there is a consensus among researchers in tertiary education that several 
graduates remain poorly prepared to demonstrate those attributes and skills (Anthony & 
Garner, 2016). Jackson’s (2010) comprehensive review of industry-relevant competencies 
and skill gaps among modern graduates also highlights the ability to communicate in global 
context as one of the desired skills which is sorely lacking among the graduates in UK, 
Australia and USA which affect the business performance directly. Similarly, Clokie and Fourie 












































2   N. YUSOF ET AL.
(2016) highlight discipline specific areas such as IT, accounting, and business that document 
lack of these competencies. Teaching and learning approaches in higher education that are 
primarily lecture dependent (Lammers & Murphy, 2002) and lack of scholarly attention 
devoted to teaching and learning of ICC (DeKay,2012) are among the several plausible expla-
nation of this deficit.
Global workplaces are complex as they comprise individuals who may be culturally and/
or linguistically diverse, geographically dispersed or separated by time and possess different 
political, historical or social viewpoints. Therefore, it requires diverse and complex set of skills 
and devises such as the ability to interact, negotiate meanings, share information while 
demonstrating empathy and integrity for people of two or more national cultures. (Toomey 
et al., 2013). Therefore, teaching students to acquire desired skills and competencies to work 
effectively in global workplaces is a challenging endeavour.
Given the complex nature of competences concerning intercultural communication, hav-
ing students acquire knowledge through books, lecture, simulation and case studies does 
not suffice. Acquisition of ICC require experiential learning whereby students get to experi-
ence intricacies and complexities involved in real life interaction at global workplaces and 
are able to construe their own meaning of their experiences while establishing a link between 
the content acquired in the classroom with its practical application in real life settings 
(Canado & Garcia, 2007). Therefore, considering the significance of teaching and learning of 
intercultural communication for global workplaces, this article draws on a study conducted 
under the scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) inquiry with the aim of exploring and 
enhancing teaching and learning of intercultural communication at global workplaces. The 
teaching inquiry, which we discuss in detail in the methodology section, was grounded in 
‘signature pedagogy’ concept of Shulman (2005) that incorporated active collaboration from 
students as reflective partners and focused on examining two major research questions.
(1)  How do students interpret and construct their own meaning of ICC at global work-
places through observation and reflection?
(2)  How did this teaching inquiry enhance students learning experiences?
ICC for global workplace
Contrary to the traditional belief that communication is a linear process where one person 
simply transmits the message to another, contemporary communication models describe 
communication as a transactional process whereby both sender and receiver have an effect 
on each other. The interpretation and effectiveness of messages in workplace and organi-
sations is determined by several significant components such as sender receiver, message 
channel, noise, feedback, and context (Goodall, Goodall, & Schiefelbein, 2010). Scholarly 
work related to ICC (Chen, 1989; Martin & Hammer, 1989; Ruben, 1977) proposes five major 
components: message skills, interaction management, behavioural flexibility, identity man-
agement, and relationship cultivation as central to effective communication. Furthermore, 
the mechanism that shapes ICC in global workplaces offers a variety of theoretical lens which 
include anxiety/uncertainty management (AUM) theory (Gudykunst,1998), systems-theoretic 
perspective (Kim,1995; and identity negotiation (Ting-Toomey, 2005). Ting-Toomey and 
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the optimal integration of the necessary culture and ethnic-identity sensitive knowledge, eth-
norelative attitudes, and interaction skills to manage identity-based issues appropriately, effec-
tively, and adaptively and to achieve desired identity outcomes with interpretive attunement. 
(p. 507)
Methodology
Successful communicators learn from their experiences, gain insights and adapt and adjust 
their communication according to the context they encounter (Wood, 2000). Hence, inter-
cultural communication competency can be best acquired while one experiences the real 
life interaction (Kolb, 1976). The present study adopts SoTL approach which involved sys-
tematic inquiry into the process involved in intercultural interaction at global workplaces 
via students and faculty collaboration and ongoing reflection to improve teaching and 
learning experiences. To provide students with experiential, realistic and firsthand experi-
ences of interaction at global workplaces, we adopted a teaching strategy grounded in a 
qualitative methodological tool known as shadowing. Shadowing is described as ‘…the 
process by which a trainee or researcher closely observes the work of an experienced 
employee over a period of time.’ (Blake & Stalberg, 2009, p. 243). Furthermore, observation 
while shadowing is a way to look through everyday interactions and process at the workplace 
and collect rich information to be able to reflect upon their own shadowing experiences 
(Czarniawska, 2007).
The teaching strategy employed in this study was grounded in the concept of signature 
pedagogy (Shulman, 2005), a pedagogy that seeks mindful and active engagement of the 
students into experience, reflection, analysis and interpretation of concepts, knowledge and 
practices to not only learn the subject but to yield insights into the discipline through edu-
cational practices (Pope-Ruark, 2012).
Context of the study
The study was conducted under the school of Multimedia, Technology and Communication 
of a public university in Northern Malaysia during the second semester of academic year 
2016/2017. The participants were seven full time postgraduate students enrolled for the 
course ‘Communication and Global Working Environment’. All of them were in their first year 
of studies and were aged between 24 and 29 years. The main objective of the course was to 
disseminate the processes and mechanism involved in intercultural interaction among the 
members of an organisation in a global workplace so that the students acquire those com-
petencies for their use in real life settings.
As per the university calendar, the total student learning time assigned in a semester was 
120 h spread across 14 weeks. Therefore, the proposed teaching inquiry was 14 week long 
project consisting of three phases described below. Since the teaching inquiry tasks were 
integrated into the teaching plan for the semester as a regular teaching and learning routine, 
students’ participation was assured. However, ethical permission for using students’ reflection 
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Phase 1 – theory and knowledge in the class
This phase of the study began in week 1 and lasted until week 4 whereby the students par-
ticipated in class lectures to learn and understand the nature of global workplaces, under-
lying theories of intercultural communication, and competencies required to establish 
successful communication. The contents were delivered using both online and offline mode. 
Students participated in knowledge sharing sessions through classroom presentations, class 
discussion and using web tools. Students also worked on case studies to apply theoretical 
knowledge for communication in global settings. This was also the phase where the research-
ers conducted two sessions on observation and reflection strategies for shadowing.
Phase 2 – shadowing observation in the field
Phase 2 began right after week 4 and lasted until week 11. This phase required pre course 
preparation whereby the faculty and students had to identify potential global workplaces 
and an employee who would allow the students to stay by their side and make observations. 
This connection was established through the university’s industrial collaboration unit or 
students’ personal contacts. However, the set criteria for choosing a case to observe was that 
the employee should have been working in a global workplace for at least 2 years and should 
be an international staff in that organisation. A formal organisational permission and each 
employee’s consent were obtained. Details of the observed cases, their pseudonyms and 
students id with their corresponding case are provided in Table 1.
Students were required to spend minimum of 20 h a week with their case. All the students 
followed a protocol (creating a rapport, list of initial questions, do-don’t while observing 
etc.) to help them navigate through their role while observing. Students took notes of their 
observations, audio and video recorded conversations when permitted, and whenever pos-
sible, conducted brief interviews with their cases. As the observation weeks progressed, 
students engaged themselves in recursive reflection process and eventually submitted five 
reflection papers at the end of the observation phase. The first section of the reflection paper 
comprised biographical details of the employees and their company profile. The guiding 
question for the reflection paper was-
Table 1. details of the cases observed by the participants.
Name Country of origin Work place and position Work experience Years Student Id
Peterson canada Professor emeritus at universiti 
teknologi Mara, Malaysia.
8 s1
Yaashi Japan International officer us Embassy, 
Malaysia.
2 s2
tein singapore senior Executive corporate communi-
cations for samsung Malaysia 
Electronics
4 s3
harman India Engineer of Ict at research and 
development centre of samsung 
Malaysia Electronics
6 s4
Jasmine Iraq head of risk department Petronas 
carigali Iraq sdn Bhd.
4 s5
Maw Myanmar global sales Executive at Zalora 3 s6
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(a)  Describe the context and communication strategies that you observed and what was 
special about them?
Phase 3 – sharing and driving collective interpretations in groups
The third and the last phase began in week 12 and lasted until week 14. During this phase, 
three intense sessions of four hours each were conducted. In each session 2–3 students 
shared their observation, experiences and reflection from shadowing. The instructors played 
the role of a moderator and a facilitator to initiate discussion. Examples of questions posed 
are-
(a)  How did your case interact in different situations?
(b)  How did your case adapt to a particular situation?
(c)  Do you think that approach was appropriate? and why?
(d)  Which skill do you think helped your case the most in establishing communication?
The objective of these sessions was to review the information collected from the cases 
during phase 2 and collectively deliberate to construct their own meaning of the process 
involved in intercultural communication. These sessions were the most meaningful and 
significant part of this teaching inquiry as students recently had their first-hand experiences 
from global workplaces and were therefore able to debate constructively and contribute 
insightful information to interpret and construct their own meaning of ICC. Later, each stu-
dent was interviewed by one of the researchers using an open ended question. Each inter-
view lasted for almost 30–40 min. These sessions were audio recorded and later transcribed 
for data analysis purposes. The interview question was:
(a)  How do you think this teaching inquiry enhanced your learning experience?
Data analysis
Our primary sources of data were students’ reflective papers, students’ discussion inputs, 
and interviews. Data was analysed using thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2013). All the 
data was collated into a single document and the three researchers independently coded 
the data. Later the three researchers compared their codes with each other and collabora-
tively assigned the codes under categories. Later, the categories were further refined into 
themes. To ensure trustworthiness of the data, triangulation method was adopted whereby 
students’ observation notes were matched with the interview they had conducted with 
cases, furthermore, the data transcripts were given to the students for member check. 
Furthermore, the detailed description of the study programme in the methodology section 
supports transferability of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1986).
Findings
The findings are presented using themes that emerged in the process of data reduction. For 
the RQ1 ‘How do students interpret and construct their own meaning of ICC at global work-
places through observation and reflection?’ three main themes emerged that encapsulate 
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Ability to synergize between multiple components
The students’ examination of their experiences at global workplace reveal ICC as an ability 
to balance between multiple components which constitute the ability to use a variety of 
information and communications technology (ICT) tools for communication, ability to incor-
porate human touch, and have a sense of time and space. Students highlighted the distinct 
value of each component, while emphasising upon the ability to use them all collectively.
It was found that the ability to incorporate technology such as emailing, telephoning, 
teleconferencing, video conferencing, or using telegraph application to communicate was 
almost indispensable in global workplaces. For example, S3 mentioned ‘Ms. Tein frequently 
relied on electronic media devises to communicate during meetings, conferences and tel-
econference because most of the people she works for are from Korea and Japan’. However, 
students also expressed that the ability to integrate human touch was equally important. 
This implies that while communicating using those devises one should be able to personalise 
the interaction and differentiate as per the needs of the listener. For example S5 stated 
‘Jasmine is comfortable with the use of teleconference, but she likes to incorporate small 
videos and slide shows for better understanding of the participants’. S1, highlighted that 
‘communicating using these devise is more challenging than communicating in person or 
face to face; therefore, one should have the ability to make this medium effective by giving 
warmth and human touch to it’. Another significant component highlighted in this context 
was the ability to be mindful of time (geographical) and space (physical). Members of global 
workplaces are usually geographically dispersed and work from different time zones, hence 
their ability to consider these differences was highly significant. As S4 stated that, ‘the use 
of electronic media and internet we can access people anytime, anywhere, but we have to 
consider if its too late or early for someone the other side of the world.’
Ability to blend in professional and personal cultures
Ability to synchronise between multiple cultures (professional, personal and local) was 
reported as another competence. Professional refers to the culture of the place of origin of 
the company (for example, Samsung’s professional culture is mainly shaped by Korean cul-
ture), personal to the individual’s own culture (employee’s place of origin) and local refers 
to the culture of the place where the organisation is located (for example, in the present 
case it was Malaysia). For instant, S4 wrote about Harman, 
Working in India for Samsung is different from working in Malaysia; I have to watch carefully 
and act accordingly to blend with local people, at the same time, I need to be adaptive and 
productive for Korean working style because of their own professional culture.
However, the noteworthy information under this theme was the variety of mechanism that 
cases employed for blending in professional and personal cultures. The most significant and 
recurring information regarding the mechanism was through socialisation, followed by 
developing likeability, and building trust. Most employees sought opportunities to meet 
and interact in social situation rather than in structured official atmosphere. Social meetings 
and informal interaction emerged as significant tools for blending in personal and profes-
sional cultures. For example, S1 writes ‘the professor knew the mindset of the Malaysian 
students, they are scared of making mistakes, losing face, committing mistakes…so the only 
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into this mechanism was employees’ ability to develop likability of new cultures by discarding 
the differences and underlining the similarities. For example, S2 stated that ‘for Yasshi, 
Malaysian cultural and religious differences were over whelming, but she still made friends 
with her employee and joined them in the places of similar interest’. Similarly S3 reported 
Tien saying that, ‘Complains about the local culture will only spoil my work and personal 
relationships’. Ability to build trust between the members of the organisation and the man-
agement was described as equally important component under this theme.
Coordinating and collaborating skills
The data also highlighted the importance of coordinating and collaborating skills for effective 
intercultural communication. According to S6, ‘working in those environments often result 
in competing goals, multiple reporting lines and cross cultural adjustments…we fail to coor-
dinate among all these our work would suffer’. Students’ summarised that a project in a 
global work place is very complex as it comprises multiple viewpoints, suggestions and 
conditions. For example, S2 noticed that 
Yoshie’s coordination skills were very fine; being a Japanese citizen who works for an American 
organisation in Malaysia was a challenge. Her effort to coordinate between different time zones, 
local needs, and legal stipulation of the US demanded skills to coordinate.
 Similarly, Tien, S3’s case said ‘it is never a single man show, you have to work in a team to 
develop a plan than work with another team to execute it somewhere else’. Therefore, the 
ability to accept others perspective, share our point of view and negotiate meaning to reach 
a conclusion was a critical skill.
For the RQ2, ‘How did this teaching inquiry enhance students learning experiences?’, two 
major themes emerged.
Engagement and interest
Mostly all the students reported experiences of deeper engagement and interest while 
learning using this teaching inquiry. This inquiry was an opportunity for them to gather 
first-hand information on intercultural communication and establish logical connection 
between the theory and practice. For example, S3 said ‘we knew that knowledge of ICT is 
essential for intercultural communication at global workplaces, but how that knowledge is 
put to use, adapted in real work setting was experienced through this project’. S2 said 
‘throughout the process we were actively involved in understanding and making our mean-
ing of intercultural communication in global workplaces’. Students’ active involvement and 
the opportunity to establish connection between the theory and practice had them expe-
rience interest in learning. When the students observed the practical relevance of the content 
learned in the classroom, they found their learning more meaningful as well as interesting. 
S6 reported that ‘the whole activity was able to capture my interest, especially during the 
field observation I was always engaged and observant’. Moreover, students’ engagement 
and interest in this teaching inquiry was evident in researchers’ observation of the partici-
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Enhanced communication skills
Students also reported that their learning experiences in terms of communication skills were 
enhanced by interacting with foreigners at their work places. The observation at global work 
places improved their understanding of foreigners’ work ethics and communication strate-
gies. For example, S3 said, ‘while observing them interact with their colleagues at work, we 
observed their choices of words, tone, and body language’. S1 further added that ‘by staying 
in the field we not only observed and learnt but we also interacted with them and that help 
us improve our own speaking and listening skills’. It was an opportunity for them to reflect 
and compare their communication strategies with that of others in global workplaces to 
improve their own skills.
Discussion
The themes of the present study are the insights into how postgraduate students understand 
and construct their own meaning of ICC at global workplaces through observation and 
reflection. The distinctive feature of the findings was the significance of the interplay between 
multiple competencies which suggest that individual competencies are not mutually exclu-
sive but complement each other to establish effective communication in global workplaces. 
The three skills identified in the first theme, namely, the ability to use a variety of ICT tools, 
the ability to incorporate human touch, and the ability to have sense of time and space must 
function in synergy to generate the cumulative effect. The principles of face to face interac-
tions which traditionally relied on facial expressions, gesture, and touch to convey empathy 
(Gallace & Spence, 2010) should be maintained during online interactions.
The cases observed in the present study interacted with multiple cultures, for example, 
their own culture (country of origin), their company culture (e.g. Korea for Samsung) and 
the culture of the host country (for example, in the present case it was Malaysia). The ability 
to achieve equilibrium among the three components was proposed as an absolute essential 
for intercultural communication competence. The employees used a variety of mechanism, 
such as seeking similarities, developing likeability, building trust, demonstrating sensitivity 
towards others, adapting their ways to suit others, and seeking social informal meetings to 
achieve the required balance.
The third theme, ‘coordinating and collaborating skills’ is a relatively common requirement 
and has been consistently emphasised in organisational settings. However, its role is seen 
particularly critical in global working environment (DeKay, 2012). The ability to clearly artic-
ulate opinions, share information, and negotiate meaning as well as self-identity across 
individuals from various cultures and geographical locations, to work in collaboration and 
achieve desired outcomes of the organisation was found to be a skill of high relevance. 
Culture sensitive knowledge and ethno relative attitudes, as proposed by Ting-Toomey and 
Dorjee (2015) facilitated such interaction to establish effective communication in intercul-
tural settings.
For research question two, students’ feedback on this teaching inquiry were positive as 
they reported it as an engaging and interesting experience which also enhanced their com-
munication skills. Student engagement in learning activity is often determined by the per-
ceived personal relevance and students’ active involvement in the task (Assor, Kaplan, & 
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observe, reflect and consciously construct their own meaning of how ICC can be employed 
in global workplaces.
The findings substantiate and explain the three criteria (appropriateness, effectiveness, 
and adaptability) proposed by Ting-Toomey and Dorjee (2015). Students observed that most 
of the cases maintained ‘communication appropriateness’ by seeking to understand the 
culture and social context and by also demonstrating matched behaviours to meet the 
expectation of the recipient to build trust and effective communication. This mechanism 
was clearly manifested in the competency required to balance between professional and 
personal cultural where the cases attempted to understand the work and country culture 
and transformed their behaviours accordingly. The cases also employed ‘communication 
effectiveness’ whereby they made mindful choices to transform verbal and nonverbal behav-
ioural repertoires and demonstrated flexibility in their interaction to gain trust and have the 
other party reciprocate in similar fashion to achieve interaction goals. This mechanism was 
prominent for collaborating and coordinating competency which required the two sides to 
communicate and effectively negotiate shared meaning to work together on common goals. 
Illustrations of ‘communication adaptability’ were also observed in the ability to synergize 
between multiple components as this competency required the interaction to be adapted 
according the situation.
The findings, with the illustrations of mechanics used by the cases, demonstrate that 
intercultural communication competency is not a singular concept but a set of intercon-
nected skills which complement and enhance each other. For example, the findings demon-
strated that technology plays a central role at twenty-first century global workplaces as it 
has compressed time and space and made it easier to establish communication anywhere, 
anytime with anyone (Shuter, 2012). However, the finding stressed upon the importance of 
integrating affective aspect i.e. warmth, empathy and human touch with cognitive and 
behavioural skills (Chen & Starosta, 2000).
It is also noticed in the findings that while ICC is a function of integrating more than one 
competency, it is malleable in nature. A set of fixed characteristics applied in a variety of 
intercultural situations may not guarantee effective interaction; alternatively, individuals 
must remain mindful of the challenges of each situation and open themselves to contest 
their own assumption to create deep understanding amongst each other and a more inclu-
sive work environment (Kupka, Everett, & Wildermuth, 2007; Martin & Nakayama, 1999). 
Furthermore, these findings have important implication for acquisition of ICC, as the ability 
to integrate multiple components and its application in a variety of settings can be learned 
be best acquired through experiential learning (Canado & Garcia, 2007).
Conclusion
Enabling students to acquire ICC to be able to work effectively in global working environment 
is central to higher education enterprise and equally important are the methods employed 
to develop this competency. It is important for higher education practitioners to innovate 
ways to engage students in real life settings and understand the meaning and relevance of 
the contents learned in the classroom (Canado & Garcia, 2007). Using the shadow approach 
to expose students to authentic settings did not only facilitate experiential learning but was 






































10   N. YUSOF ET AL.
that the detailed information on implementation of this teaching inquiry is able to explain 
how a semester long teaching programme can provide experiential learning for ICC.
The learning outcomes in terms of students’ construction of intercultural competencies, 
process, and learning experiences inform us that it was a valuable activity and students 
benefitted by reflecting upon their experiences and understanding of the meaning and 
relevance of intercultural competence in real life context. Furthermore, the findings provide 
insightful information about the intercultural competencies which are not limited to tradi-
tionally recommended competencies in the literature. Future studies may include a variety 
of work places and students observing more than one case to be able to compare and 
understand how intercultural communication can be adapted.
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